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Abstract	  
In	  this	  essay,	  we	  explore	  James	  Baldwin’s	  understanding	  of	  freedom	  through	  an	  examina:on	  of	  his	  famous	  debate	  with	  the	  conserva:ve	  polemicist	  William	  F.	  Buckley	  Jr.	  at	  the	  Cambridge	  Union	  in	  1965.	  During	  the	  course	  of	  the	  debate,	  Buckley	  aIempts	  to	  show	  that	  Baldwin	  was	  a	  wild-­‐eyed	  extremist	  who	  was	  bent	  on	  overturning	  
“American	  civiliza:on.”	  Buckley	  saw	  Baldwin	  as	  a	  threat,	  to	  borrow	  the	  language	  of	  the	  Na#onal	  Review	  “Mission	  Statement,”	  to	  the	  “tradi:on	  of	  ﬁxed	  postulates	  having	  to	  do	  with	  the	  meaning	  of	  existence,	  with	  the	  rela:onship	  of	  the	  state	  to	  the	  individual,	  of	  the	  individual	  to	  his	  neighbor,	  so	  clearly	  enunciated	  in	  the	  enabling	  
documents	  of	  our	  Republic.”	  In	  sum,	  it	  is	  fair	  to	  say	  that	  Buckley	  thought	  Baldwin	  was	  an	  “enemy	  of	  freedom.”	  We	  argue	  that	  Buckley	  was	  right	  to	  perceive	  Baldwin	  as	  a	  threat	  to	  his	  worldview,	  but	  that	  he	  fundamentally	  misunderstood	  the	  nature	  of	  Baldwin’s	  cri:que.	  In	  order	  to	  make	  this	  case,	  we	  challenge	  Buckley’s	  portrayal	  of	  
Baldwin	  as	  an	  ideological	  extremist	  and	  we	  compare	  what	  Buckley	  and	  Baldwin	  had	  in	  mind	  when	  they	  talked	  about	  freedom.	  Our	  aim,	  in	  other	  words,	  is	  not	  to	  oﬀer	  a	  comprehensive	  compara:ve	  analysis	  of	  Buckley	  and	  Baldwin,	  but	  rather	  to	  use	  Buckley’s	  misunderstanding	  of	  Baldwin	  as	  the	  basis	  for	  an	  explora:on	  of	  how	  Baldwin	  
challenged	  –	  and	  aIempted	  to	  transform	  –	  how	  we	  think	  about	  freedom.	  	  
IntroducAon	   Arguments	  and	  Evidence	   Conclusion	  
Part II: Reconstruction of Buckley’s portrayal of Baldwin in the debate 
Part III: Challenge Buckley’s claim that Baldwin was a radical ideologue.  
•  We show that Baldwin was deeply suspicious of ideologies of the right 
and the left and that Buckley was wrong to view him as a wild-eyed 
extremist animated by a simple mantra of “Hate the System.” 
Part IV: Compare what Buckley and Baldwin had in mind when they talked 
about freedom 
•  Baldwin was up to something far more complex than simply calling for 
the overthrow of “American civilization.” Instead, he was attempting to go 
beyond conventional views of liberty by arguing that one cannot be free 
unless one is liberated from domination and delusion. 
Part V: Conclude by revealing how we think Baldwin would explain Buckley’s 
failures to understand not only his project, but also the goals of the civil rights 
movement 
•  Buckley did not, in a meaningful way, accept the equal dignity of African-
Americans. 
Part II: “Mr.	  Baldwin’s	  AspiraAons”:	  On	  Buckley’s	  Understanding	  of	  James	  Baldwin	   
•  Buckley	  portrayed	  Baldwin	  as	  a	  dangerous	  ideologue	  	  
•  Contended	  that	  in	  his	  debate	  speech	  and	  “his	  copious	  literature	  of	  protest”	  Baldwin	  argued	  “that	  we	  ought	  to	  recognize	  that	  American	  Civiliza:on,	  and	  indeed	  Western	  
Civiliza:on,	  has	  failed	  him	  and	  his	  people,	  [and]	  that	  we	  ought	  to	  throw	  it	  over.”	  	  
•  Buckley	  wrote	  later,	  Baldwin’s	  views	  are	  marked	  by	  “swollen	  irra:onali:es”	  and	  he	  “and	  his	  coterie	  of	  America-­‐haters”	  ought	  to	  “be	  gheIoized	  in	  the	  corners	  of	  
fana:cism.”	  
•  Buckley	  was	  warning	  his	  audience,	  Baldwin	  is	  temp:ng	  his	  readers	  to	  replace	  the	  “faith	  of	  our	  fathers”	  with	  the	  “satanic	  utopianism”	  of	  the	  Communists.	  	  
	  
Part III: “I	  Think	  All	  Theories	  are	  Suspect”:	  Baldwin’s	  SkepAcism	  of	  Ideology	   
•  In	  Notes	  of	  a	  Na#ve	  Son,	  Baldwin	  set	  two	  goals	  for	  himself:	  “I	  want	  to	  be	  an	  honest	  man	  and	  a	  good	  writer.”	  Baldwin’s	  pursuit	  of	  these	  interrelated	  goals	  led	  him	  to	  be	  
deeply	  suspicious	  of	  ideology.	  
•  “To	  examine	  a[tudes,	  to	  go	  beneath	  the	  surface,	  to	  tap	  the	  source”	  –	  is	  not	  just	  what	  Baldwin	  believed	  ought	  to	  guide	  the	  writer;	  he	  believed	  this	  ought	  to	  guide	  all	  
human	  beings	  in	  their	  quest	  to	  discover	  truth.	  	  
•  Theories	  and	  ideologies	  are,	  by	  design,	  tools	  to	  help	  us	  simplify	  the	  world.	  This	  “passion	  for	  categoriza:on,”	  this	  desire	  to	  “have	  life	  neatly	  ﬁIed	  into	  pegs,”	  Baldwin	  
argues	  in	  “Everybody’s	  Protest	  Novel,”	  oaen	  moves	  us	  further	  from	  the	  truth.	  	  
•  In	  the	  “Autobiographical	  Notes,”	  Baldwin	  writes:	  I	  think	  all	  theories	  are	  suspect,	  that	  the	  ﬁnest	  principles	  may	  have	  to	  be	  modiﬁed,	  or	  may	  even	  be	  pulverized	  by	  the	  
demands	  of	  life,	  and	  that	  one	  must	  ﬁnd,	  therefore,	  one’s	  own	  moral	  center	  and	  move	  through	  the	  world	  hoping	  that	  this	  center	  will	  guide	  one	  aright.	  	  
•  Baldwin	  linked	  his	  epistemological	  and	  moral	  concerns	  about	  ideology	  by	  saying	  that	  one	  of	  the	  common	  casual:es	  of	  ideological	  thinking	  (and	  the	  righteous	  indigna:on	  
it	  tends	  to	  breed),	  is	  “personal	  humility.”	  	  
	  
Part IV: “Freedom	  is	  Hard	  to	  Bear”:	  Buckley	  and	  Baldwin	  on	  the	  Meaning	  of	  Freedom	   
•  “Liberty,”	  Baldwin	  writes,	  “is	  a	  genuine	  poli:cal	  possibility,	  in	  spite	  of	  the	  fact	  that	  the	  word	  is	  so	  oaen	  used	  as	  a	  slogan”	  and	  “freedom”	  is	  “beyond	  poli:cs,	  though	  
aﬀec:ng	  poli:cs	  and	  aﬀected	  by”	  poli:cs.	  	  
•  The	  dominant	  person	  or	  group	  need	  not	  actually	  interfere	  with	  an	  individual	  to	  deprive	  him	  of	  his	  freedom;	  interference	  is	  not	  a	  necessary	  ingredient	  of	  their	  ability	  to	  
control	  others.	  	  
•  True	  freedom,	  in	  short,	  is	  the	  libera:on	  from	  delusion	  about	  oneself,	  others,	  and	  history.	  	  
•  It	  is	  precisely	  because	  freedom,	  as	  Baldwin	  understands	  it,	  is	  so	  diﬃcult	  and	  uncomfortable	  that	  most	  people	  have	  no	  interest	  in	  pursuing	  it.	  	  
•  Myth,	  Baldwin	  argues,	  allows	  us	  to	  engage	  in	  “moral	  evasion.”	  The	  “collec:on	  of	  myths”	  to	  which	  we	  “cling”	  func:on	  as	  ideological	  weapons	  we	  use	  to	  ward	  oﬀ	  taking	  
responsibility	  for	  ourselves	  –	  as	  individuals	  and	  as	  communi:es	  	  and	  serve	  as	  the	  source	  of	  irra:onal	  exuberance	  about	  our	  virtue	  as	  individuals	  and	  our	  “excep:onalism”	  
as	  a	  na:on.	  	  
•  What	  this	  mythologized	  narra:ve	  ignores	  or	  downplays	  the	  heroic	  triumph	  of	  African-­‐Americans	  in	  the	  face	  of	  this	  oppression.	  	  
•  “If	  the	  Negro	  were	  not	  here,	  we	  might	  be	  forced	  to	  deal	  within	  ourselves	  and	  our	  own	  personali:es,	  with	  all	  those	  vices,	  all	  those	  conundrums,	  and	  all	  those	  mysteries	  
with	  which	  we	  have	  invested	  the	  Negro	  race.”	  This	  is	  why	  “the	  Negro”	  plays	  such	  a	  crucial	  func:on	  as	  “the	  boIom	  rung.”	  	  
Part	  V:	  “A	  Man	  is	  a	  Man,	  a	  Woman	  is	  a	  Woman,	  a	  Child	  is	  a	  Child”	  	  
•  Near	  the	  end	  of	  the	  Cambridge	  debate,	  Buckley	  claimed	  that	  Baldwin	  was	  a	  prophet	  
of	  despair;	  Despair,	  Baldwin	  consistently	  said,	  is	  not	  an	  op:on.	  	  
•  The	  “purpose	  of	  educa:on,”	  Baldwin	  wrote	  in	  1963,	  “is	  to	  create	  in	  a	  person	  the	  
ability	  to	  look	  at	  the	  world	  for	  himself,	  to	  make	  his	  own	  decisions.	  To	  ask	  ques:ons	  of	  
the	  universe,	  and	  then	  learn	  to	  live	  with	  those	  ques:ons,	  is	  the	  way	  he	  achieves	  his	  
own	  iden:ty.”	  	  
•  Baldwin	  did	  believe	  there	  are	  two	  things	  essen:al	  to	  this	  process	  of	  achieving	  
freedom	  from	  delusion:	  coming	  to	  grips	  with	  history	  and	  exercising	  crea:vity.	  	  
•  Buckley:	  White	  Southerners,	  he	  concluded,	  have	  the	  right	  to	  maintain	  their	  poli:cal	  
and	  cultural	  superiority	  rather	  than	  to	  allow	  “Negro	  backwardness”	  to	  take	  power.	  	  
•  Baldwin	  was	  not	  interested	  in	  making	  people	  feel	  guilty,	  but	  rather	  in	  making	  people	  
feel	  responsible.	  	  
•  Baldwin	  urges	  the	  “recovery	  of	  this	  standard”	  so	  that	  we	  might	  use	  [the	  Declara:on	  
of	  Independence]	  as	  a	  lens	  through	  which	  to	  take	  “a	  hard	  look”	  at	  ourselves.	  This	  is	  
what	  is	  demanded	  of	  “everyone	  who	  loves	  this	  country;”	  this	  is	  true	  patrio:sm.	  	  
•  Crea:vity	  is	  needed	  to	  “conquer	  the	  great	  wilderness”	  of	  the	  self	  and	  “to	  illuminate	  
that	  darkness,	  blaze	  roads	  through	  that	  vast	  forest”	  in	  order	  “to	  make	  the	  world	  a	  
more	  human	  dwelling	  place.”	  	  
•  The	  “ar:st	  is	  present,”	  Baldwin	  writes,	  “to	  correct”	  our	  “delusions”	  about	  reality.	  	  
•  “The	  war	  of	  an	  ar:st	  with	  his	  society	  is	  a	  lover’s	  war,	  and	  he	  does,	  at	  his	  best,	  what	  
lovers	  do,	  which	  is	  to	  reveal	  the	  beloved	  to	  himself,	  and	  with	  that	  revela:on,	  make	  
freedom	  real.”	  	  
•  Baldwin	  says	  the	  explana:on	  is	  simple:	  for	  Faulkner,	  Buckley,	  and	  others	  like	  them,	  
“Man	  is	  one	  thing	  and	  the	  Negroes	  are	  quite	  another.”	  This	  is	  the	  delusion	  from	  
which	  Americans	  must	  urgently	  need	  to	  be	  liberated.	  We	  must	  come	  to	  realize	  the	  
simple	  but	  profound	  truth	  that	  a	  “man	  is	  a	  man,	  a	  woman	  is	  a	  woman,	  a	  child	  is	  a	  
child.”	  	  
Professor	  Nicholas	  Buccola	  and	  
Maggie	  Hawkins	  
Acknowledgements	  
We	  would	  like	  to	  thank	  Emily	  Buccola,	  
Rich	  Schmidt,	  and	  Ellie	  Forness	  
for	  their	  assistance	  with	  this	  project.	  	  
References	  
•  “The	  American	  Dream,”	  New	  York	  Times	  Magazine,	  March	  7,	  1965	  	  
•  James	  Baldwin,	  Collected	  Essays,	  Toni	  Morrison,	  ed.	  (New	  York:	  Literary	  Classics	  of	  the	  United	  States,	  1998)	  
•  Carl	  Bogus,	  William	  F.	  Buckley	  and	  the	  Rise	  of	  American	  Conserva#sm	  (New	  York:	  Bloomsbury	  Press,	  2011)	  	  
•  Na#onal	  Review,	  “Our	  Mission	  Statement,”	  November	  19,	  1955.	  	  
•  William	  F.	  Buckley,	  “On	  the	  Right:	  The	  Negro	  &	  the	  American	  Dream,”	  April	  6,	  1965.	  
•  William	  F.	  Buckley,	  “Negroes’	  Cause	  Harmed	  by	  Extreme	  Militancy,”	  June	  18,	  1965.	  	  
•  Wilson	  Carey	  McWilliams,	  “Go	  Tell	  it	  on	  the	  Mountain:	  James	  Baldwin	  and	  the	  Poli:cs	  of	  Faith,”	  in	  Democracy’s	  Literature,	  Patrick	  Deneen	  and	  Joseph	  Romance,	  eds.	  (Lanham:	  Rowman	  and	  LiIleﬁeld,	  2005)	  	  
•  James	  Baldwin,	  Ques:ons	  and	  Answers,	  Wheeler	  Auditorium,	  UC-­‐Berkeley,	  April	  26,	  1974.	  
•  William	  F.	  Buckley,	  “The	  Conserva:ve	  Posi:on”	  (an	  excerpt	  from	  Up	  from	  Liberalism),	  in	  Athwart	  History,	  Roger	  Kimball.	  ed.	  (New	  York:	  Encounter	  Books,	  2010)	  
•  James	  Baldwin,	  “The	  Nigger	  We	  Invent,”	  in	  The	  Cross	  of	  Redemp#on:	  Uncollected	  Wri#ngs	  (New	  York:	  Vintage	  Books,	  2010)	  	  
•  James	  Baldwin,	  “The	  White	  Problem,”	  in	  The	  Cross	  of	  Redemp#on:	  Uncollected	  Wri#ngs	  (New	  York:	  Vintage	  Books,	  2010)	  
•  LoveI,	  Frank,	  "Republicanism",	  The	  Stanford	  Encyclopedia	  of	  Philosophy	  (Summer	  2014	  Edi:on),	  Edward	  N.	  Zalta	  (ed.),	  URL	  =	  hIp://plato.stanford.edu/archives/sum2014/entries/republicanism/	  	  
•  Russell	  Kirk,	  “Ten	  Conserva:ve	  Principles,”	  in	  The	  Poli#cs	  of	  Prudence	  (Wilmington:	  ISI	  Books,	  1993)	  
•  “Why	  the	  South	  Must	  Prevail,”	  Na#onal	  Review,	  August	  24,	  1957.	  	  
